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MANAGING A RACETRACK THE MODERN WAY
by Howard J. Oboler

Arthur Young & Company

racing’s share of the sports/entermay be “the sport of
tainment market.
kings” but it is also a busi
ness, and unless a racetrack makes The totalisator companies have
developed a wide variety of equip
profits it cannot survive. Like any
ment to permit greater track auto
other business today, racing has to
mation. Since the advent of multicontend with rising labor costs and
tote computers, for example, tracks
other economic pressures. In addi
no longer have to hang TIM
*
sheets
tion, the racing industry is closely
or calculate payoffs manually. Staff
regulated by state and Federal
laws, and each racetrack must share
ing requirements have thus been
reduced. In conjunction with these
a legally established portion of its
daily handle with the state. In or
new totalisators, more versatile
ticket-issuing machines have been
der to make profits under these
conditions, a racetrack must be op
designed that can handle more than
one type of bet. These machines
erated with maximum efficiency.
allow a more rapid handling of bet
Although racing is a highly spe
ting activity.
cialized business, the methods of
modern business management still
For many years, computer manu
apply to it. In this article, we will
facturers have been aware of the
look at some of the ways in which
market for their equipment in the
a racetrack can improve profits. We
racing environment. The New York
will discuss automation, plant lay
* In the language of the track “TIM”
out, personnel, and administration.
stands for “ticket-issuing machine.” For
Finally, we will look at some of the
a brief glossary of this and other race
things that can be done to increase
track terminology, see p. 35.
acing

R
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Racing Association, for example,
employs several large-scale compu
ters which record betting activity,
calculate odds and payoffs, and
even do sheet writing.
A big advantage of commercial
computer systems is that they are
capable of handling processing
tasks, such as payroll calculations,
which are outside the realm of the
more specialized totalisator equip
ment. While the value of totalisator
equipment cannot be disputed, it is
important to compare the advan
tages to be gained from its installa
tion with the benefits derived from
other systems. Should a track install
new totalisator equipment with or
without multi-purpose ticket-issuing
machines? Should a commercial
computer system be installed? These
choices are not simple. Although
the cost to install and maintain this
equipment can be measured and
compared with savings gained
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are questions which are not easily
answered.
The decision to introduce greater
automation at the track cannot be
made without a detailed study of
the economic and operational ram
ifications. It is clear, however, that
modern electronic equipment does
offer a racetrack numerous oppor
tunities for improving the efficiency
of its pari-mutuel operations.
Plant layout

Closed-circuit television can give cashiers prices
rapidly, eliminating the need for messengers.

through staff reductions, other fac
tors are difficult to assess. For ex
ample, what other applications, if
any, could be handled by the com
puter system-payroll, sheet writing,

horsemen’s bookkeeping? What
kind of betting volume can be ex
pected following the installation of
multipurpose TIMs? How many
TIMs should be installed? These

Besides the equipment used to
process betting transactions, the
physical layout of the track itself
is an important factor in operating
efficiency. Many tracks have separ
ate money rooms associated with
the Main, Grandstand, and Club
House betting lines. Thus, each
money room duplicates many of the
activities of the others. Such dupli
cation can be prevented by the use
of a single centralized operation
using a pneumatic-tube network,
dumbwaiter system, or special stair
cases. Whether it is worth paying

Copies of printouts designed for one racetrack using a timesharing program.
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for the installation of any of these
physical communication systems
would depend on the savings re
alized by reducing money room and
messenger staffing requirements,
and the increased speed of opera
tions.
Another approach is for a track
to install a closed-circuit television
system. Green Mountain Racetrack
in Pownal, Vt., has installed such
a system on its three betting
lines to transmit payoff prices to
cashiers. The system enables prices
to be communicated rapidly to
cashiers, and has also made it pos
sible to reduce the size of the mes
senger staff. In this case, it was
decided that the cost of installing
and maintaining the equipment
over a period of time would be less
than the cost of the messengers
needed under the old system.
There are various wavs of modi
fying physical plant to improve
operating efficiency. It is important,
however, that all changes be made
in the light of the cost/benefits re
alized. Obviously, the cost of modi
fications must at least be matched
by the dollar savings resulting from
their implementation.
Personnel and administration

Improvements to physical plant
and the introduction of greater
pari-mutuel automation reduce the
number of people necessary to con
duct racing operations. At the same
time, substantial savings can often
be achieved by improving the op
erating efficiency of the racetrack
staff and by planning to match staff
levels with seasonal variations in
the workload.
No matter what the day, handle,
or attendance, a certain minimum
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The Language of the Track: A Brief Glossary
Betting lines
(1) Those areas of a racetrack, such as the Grandstand or Club House, in which bets may
be placed; (2) the lines of bettors queued up at each of the betting windows at a race
track.
Daily double
(1) In two designated races (usually the first and second races in the program), the betting
on two horses to win each of the two designated races; (2) the two races designated as
the ones on which daily-double betting is permitted.
Handle
With respect to pari-mutuel betting, the total amount of money bet on a race, on the
day's racing, on all the races at a meeting, or for the entire racing season.

Horsemen's bookkeeping
The recording of charges and fees incurred, and purses earned by each horse and jockey
participating in racing events at a track.
Multitote computers
Specialized computers used to totalize betting information captured from each of the
ticket-issuing machines (see "TIM") connected to it. After the winners of a particular race
or event have been declared official, these specialized computers may also be used to
calculate winning payoffs.

Pari-mutuels
The system of racetrack betting which returns to successful bettors the amount of money
wagered by unsuccessful bettors, after deduction of tax and racetrack commission.

Pari-mutuel department
The department of a racetrack in charge of the equipment and personnel required to issue
tickets to the betting public, capture betting data, calculate and display betting odds, and
calculate payoffs for winning horses.

Perfecta
(1) In a designated race, the betting on two horses to finish first and second, in that
order; (2) the race designated as the one on which perfecta is permitted.
Quinella
(1) In a designated race, the betting on two horses to finish first and second, although not
necessarily in that order (thus, a bet on Jolly John and Stand Pat would pay off if these
horses finished first and second or second and first respectively); (2) the race designated
as the one on which quinella betting is permitted.

Racing day
Any day on which a racetrack has been given permission to run a racing program by the
racing commission of the state in which it operates.
Sheet writing
The system which accounts for the monies paid out by racetrack cashiers in relation to
the number of winning tickets received.

TIM (ticket-issuing machine)
A ticket-issuing machine, or TIM, issues a ticket which indicates key betting information:
(a) amount of money bet, (b) the number of the race, (c) the number of the horse bet,
and (d) the type of bet (e.g., Win, Place, Show).
TIM sheets
After betting has been closed for a particular race or event, a sheet is produced by each
ticket-issuing machine which indicates the total number of tickets sold for each betting

possibility that the machine can accept.
Totalisator company
Any company engaged in the manufacture of equipment designed to issue betting tickets
and capture, process, and display betting information.
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How many tracks analyze the historical data at their disposal . . .?

staff size will always be required
to conduct the pari-mutuel activi
ties at a racetrack. However, for
each track the daily attendance and
the volume of betting activity de
pend on such variable factors as
season, weather, day of the week,
the racing program, etc. If a track
has sufficient historical data avail
able (preferably at least three years
of information), an analysis can be
made to ascertain the relationship
between attendance and the vari
ables affecting it. Once a correla
tion is found, attendance can be
predicted with greater accuracy
and staff levels can be planned
more efficiently. The result should
be lower manpower costs and,
therefore, more profit for the track.
How many tracks analyze the
historical data they have at their
disposal? Probably very few, al
though modem data processing
equipment makes it comparatively
simple to carry out such an anal
ysis.
In addition to introducing sound
er staffing policies in the pari
mutuel department, greater oper

ating efficiency can sometimes be
achieved in the administrative
structure of the track itself. A care
ful review should be made of track
organization and the duties and
authority of administrative person
nel. It is often found that some du
ties are duplicated or even un
necessary. Even minor changes in
organization can result in work
being performed more rapidly by
fewer personnel.
The organizational structure of
the track is a key factor in its oper
ating efficiency. Just as important,
however, is the need for welltrained personnel. Racetrack per
sonnel normally learn about the
racing business on the job rather
than through a program of formal
instruction. This on-the-job train
ing should, however, be supple
mented in various ways. For ex
ample, documentation of the work
flow should be developed covering
input activities and forms, the
processing to be done, and the out
put generated.
Documentation of operations
enables the track to have some de

gree of independence from its em
ployees. If a key job is known to
only one person and its functions
are not documented, the track runs
the risk of downgrading its opera
tion should this individual be un
available to perform his duties.
Some tracks have established back
up procedures (particularly in the
pari-mutuel department) where
one person is capable of perform
ing the duties associated with two
or more positions. While this pro
cedure is acceptable, it should be
supplemented by proper documen
tation. Documentation not only
aids in employee training, but also
assists those who are standing in
for or replacing other employees.
This is particularly important when
staff turnover is high or when the
track is expanding its operations.
Marketing

No matter how efficient the dayto-day operations of a racetrack be
come, profits cannot be made un
less there are sufficient racing fans.
In other words, it is important to

Once a correlation between variables, such as the weather and track attendance,
has been established, attendance can be predicted more accurately and staff levels
can be planned more efficiently.
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. . . Probably very few, although modern data processing makes it very simple.

find some way of recapturing the
public’s flagging interest in racing.
In a Harris poll which surveyed
the trend in favorite sports over the
1965-1969 period, the results shown
below were obtained:

Football
Baseball
Basketball
Bowling
Auto Racing
Golf
Hockey
Other

1965

1967

1968

1969

25%
38
9

29%
39
10
5
1
5
3
8

32%
39
12
4
2
3
4
4

31%
28
12
8
7
6
4
4

7
1
4
2
14

Horse racing falls into the category labeled “Other,” which also
includes such sports as swimming,
polo, etc. This category has shown
a marked decrease in interest over
the five-year period covered.
With respect to horse racing, the
same individuals make up the ma
jority of the racing crowd each
year, and there has been a steady
decline in the number of racegoers
added annually. The result of in
creasing the number of racing days
has been merely to spread the same
fans more thinly.
How can racing be marketed to
the general public in order to re
gain popularity as a spectator
sport? Perhaps off-track betting,
new forms of multiple wagering,
and “charge account betting” may
provide some answers. In particu
lar, the advent of off-track betting
has made racing more accessible to
the public and could bring a re
surgence of interest in the sport.
In 1969, the Thoroughbred Rac
ing Association conducted a sur
vey on forms of multiple wagering
at member tracks. Of the 49 tracks
responding to the survey, 47 held
a daily double on the first two
races, and 32 tracks also had qui
nella and/or perfecta wagering.
While most tracks incurred addi
tional manpower and/or equip
ment costs to operate the multiple
wagering pools, they believed that
March-April, 1973

the additional cost of operating the
pools was more than offset by the
increase in handle.
The survey indicates that tracks
have found a positive public re
sponse to multiple wagers. It would
therefore seem likely that new
forms of multiple wagering will be
developed, including some with
huge payoffs for winning long-shot
combinations. The tracks will have
to prepare for increased betting ac
tivity and, perhaps, install special
equipment to handle the new bet
ting combinations.
In addition to the greater va
riety in kinds of betting, the racing
fan will also find it easier to place
his bets. Betting on credit is surely
not too far away. [New York’s OTB
instituted a telephone account sys
tem April 8, 1971, which enables a
client to bet against his positive bal
ance deposited with OTB.] Today
most forms of entertainment are
available to the public on a charge
account basis, whether it be through

credit cards or the special charge
accounts available at some night
clubs and restaurants. Why not
permit the racing fan the same
privilege by enabling him to credit
his bets to a special track charge
account? A charge account system
would probably increase daily han
dle, although, of course, it would
also introduce the need for a cus
tomer billing and an accounts re
ceivable system.
Conclusion

While the racetrack of the fu
ture will probably offer more ex
citement to the racing fan and pro
vide him with more betting oppor
tunities, profitability will still be
the first concern of racetrack man
agement. The successful racetrack
of the 1970s will have to use the
tools and techniques of modern
management to provide good en
tertainment for the fans and also
make profits for the track.

Racing has been declining in popularity since 1965.
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